Introduction
The academic environment nowadays has become highly competitive since students are open to several options. It is therefore crucial for educational institutions, particularly private Universities that are presumed to be profit-oriented, to carry out studies that can help to attract and retain students. It is not surprising that these private Universities are always on their toes to woo as many students as possible, bearing in mind that they are not open to any financial assistance from the government (Teo, 2001; Ilias & Hasan, 2008) . As a result, private Universities are now examining factors that affect student retention. One of such factors is students' level of satisfaction. Hence, student satisfaction is of great interest to educational institutions as they seek to continually improve the learning environment for students (Moro-Egido and Panadés, 2008; Russell and Lehman 2008; Ilias, Hasan, Rahman & Yasoa, 2008; Schreiner, 2009; Tessema, Ready and Malone, 2012) .
Studies conducted on the relationship between users' satisfaction and socio-economic characteristics reveal two distinct schools of thought. The first group of authors found that there is no significant correlation between socio-economic characteristics and users' satisfaction (Corts, Lounsbury, Saudargas and Tatum, 2000; Rosenthal, Folse, Alleman, Bourdreaux, Soper and Bergen, 2000; Carey, Cambiano and De Vore, 2002; Ham and Hayduk, 2003; Ilias et al., (2008) . For instance, the study of Corts, Lounsbury, Saudargas and Tatum (2000) assessed undergraduate satisfaction with the Psychology Department at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, Tennessee, US. Out of 289 students that completed questionnaires, 209 (71%) were women and 80 (27%) were men. The analysis with one-way ANOVAS and a t-test revealed no significant differences between students' satisfaction with their academic department based on year in school, sex, and cumulative Grade Point Average (GPA). A similar study in Malaysia by Ilias and Hasan (2008) examined the differences between the effects of selected demographic factors (gender, race and semester of study) on the students' satisfaction and perception of service quality. Out of the 230 questionnaires that were administered, 200 (87%) were completed and returned. From the 200 respondents in the study, 95 (47.5%) were male and 105 (52.5%) were female. The calculated mean age of the respondents is 23 years old with the majority of the students being 22 years old (33%). Most of the respondents were in the fourth semester of their study (28%), followed by fifth semester and above (27%), second Indexed AJOL: www.ajol.info semester (20%), third semester (14.5%) and first semester (10.5%). And majority were Malay (72%), Chinese and Indian (25%) and other ethnicities contributing about 3%. The results of the T-test and ANOVA showed that there was no significant difference between male and female students in their satisfaction and perception of service quality.
Another study in the US conducted by Carey, Cambiano and De Vore (2002) compared campus satisfaction levels between students and faculty as measured by the Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI) and the Institutional Priorities Survey (IPS). The student sample consisted of 692 (397 females and 295 males) from a Midwestern State University. The faculty sample consisted of 174 full-time professors and instructors (66 females, 100 males, and 8 did not indicate gender). Both student and faculty respondents rated all items on a 7-point Likert scale with respect to their expectation and satisfaction with student services. Results of the t-test (t=.49; .62) indicated that there was no significant difference in satisfaction between sexes, age groups and ethnicities. Ham and Hayduk (2003) also agree to the fact that gender has no significant relationship with perceived service quality even though males seem to be more satisfied than females.
However, the other group of studies suggested otherwise (Soutar and McNeil, 1996; Oldfield and Baron, 2000; Umbach and Porter, 2002; Perry, Sekelsy and Skarsten, 2003; Tessema, Ready and Malone, 2012) . Specifically, the study by Soutar and McNeil (1996) found that there was a significant relationship between gender and satisfaction with service quality as males are more satisfied than females. Umbach and Porter (2002) and Perry et al., (2003) likewise shared the same view. The results of another study by Oldfield and Baron (2000) to evaluate students' perception of service over time revealed that the mean score for the final year students was lower than those of the first year students. This suggests that as students become more experienced in the higher educational settings, they tend to be more critical in their perceptions of the service quality. Yusoff (2011) identified and evaluated the drivers that influence business student satisfaction in the Malaysian private educational environment. The study adopted a positivist approach whereby 1,200 questionnaires were distributed to undergraduate business students at four private educational institutions in Malaysia. A total of 823 responses were found to be usable for analysis giving a response rate of 69%. The result revealed that significant differences exist between the demographic factors and five factors (student support facilities, class sizes, classroom environment, business procedures and relationship with the teaching staff). Tessema, Ready and Malone (2012) in the US replicated and extended the research on the effect of gender on different college outcomes such as students' satisfaction, ACT scores, and GPA at a mid-sized Midwestern public University. Selected demographic and attitudinal data were collected between 2001 and 2009 from a sample of 5,223 senior students representing five colleges at the University Indexed AJOL: www.ajol.info (Business, Education, Liberal Arts, Nursing/Health Sciences and Science/Engineering). Findings showed that gender has a significant effect on student's satisfaction, ACT scores, and GPA. However, the effect of gender on satisfaction and ACT scores was minimal. Judging from the review above, studies on the influence of socio-economic characteristics on users' satisfaction are quite relevant. Hence, this study examined the effect of students' characteristics on students' satisfaction levels.
Research Methods
This study employed the statistical formula by Asika (2004) to determine suitable sample size for students in the selected private Universities. The sample size is shown in Table I . Simple random sampling technique was used in sample selection. From the sample size, a total 432 (representing 76%), of the questionnaires were found useful in the three (3) private Universities. The variables used in the study to measure students' characteristics are: sex, age, year of study and type of sponsorship (independent variables) while students' satisfaction served as the dependent variable. Data was analysed using frequency distribution, percentages, cross-tabulation, MannWhtney U Test and Kruskal Wallis.
Results

Students' characteristics
The characteristics of students were described in terms of sex, age, year of study and type of sponsorship. Responses are as presented in Table II using frequency distributions and percentages.
From the 432 students in this study across the selected Universities, a higher proportion of male respondents (56% and 52%) are from CU and Bells respectively, while CRA recorded highest female respondents (62%). On the whole, female respondents accounted for 51% as against 49% male respondents. From the study, majority (97%) of the respondents were between 16 and 25 years of age. However, CRA had greater percentages (73%) of respondents between ages 16 and 20 as against CU with 76% of respondents within ages 21 and 25 years of age. Bells had an even spread of respondents between age bracket 16 and 20 as well as 21 and 25.
Data available on year of study of respondents in the Universities revealed that the highest percentage of the respondents across the Universities was 300-level students (34%). Majority of the respondents in 300-level were from Bells and CRA (52% and 40%) as against CU with 47% and 39% of its respondents in 400-level and 500-level respectively. This study showed that 81% of the respondents were in 200-level, 300-level and 400-level. On the average, 3%, 21%, 34%, 26% and 16% of students across the private Universities were in 100 level, 200 level, 300 level, 400 level and 500 level respectively. Majority of the respondents were sponsored by their parents (82 Indexed AJOL: www.ajol.info %,) with CU (84%) having the highest level of parent sponsorship while 18% was sponsored by guardians with the remainder (0.3%) on self-sponsorship. This therefore revealed that most of the respondents depend on their parents for sponsorship. This is anticipated considering the fact that most of the respondents (97%) were aged between 16 and 25 years.
Relationship between satisfaction and students' characteristics
In order to establish if there is any relationship between overall satisfaction and students' characteristics, the researchers adopted the cross-tabulation method. The analysis is presented in Tables III -VI. Table VI reveals that there is a weak relationship between students' age and their level of satisfaction in the Universities (CU = -.025; Bells = -.027; and CRA = .068). However, CU and Bells have a weak negative relationship.
Comparison of level of satisfaction with students' characteristics
To further establish if there is any difference in the mean of the different groups under the students' characteristics, the researchers adopted Mann Whitney U Test and Kruskal Wallis to compare the mean of the different groups. The analysis is shown in Tables VII -VIII.   Table VII indicates the group with the highest overall mean satisfaction using MannWhitney U Test. From data relating to sex of the students, it can be concluded that there is no significant difference in the mean of both groups in the three (3) Universities (CU -U = 2953.5, P = .299 > 0.05; Bells -U = 1547.5, P = .453 > 0.05 and CRA -U = 2749.5, P = .838 > 0.05).
Using Mann-Whitney U Test and Kruskal Wallis test to compare the age of students, the analysis revealed that in CU (U = 2359.5, P = .869 > 0.05), Bells (H(2) = 0.169, P = .919 > 0.05) and CRA (H(2) = 1.084, P = .781 > 0.05), there is no significant difference in the satisfaction of the age groups.
The analysis on the difference in means satisfaction according to type of sponsorship shows that there is no significant difference in the groups in CU (H(2) = 0.501, P = Indexed AJOL: www.ajol.info .778 > 0.05), in Bells (U = 909.5, P = .705 > 0.05) and in CRA (U = 1930, P = .761 > 0.05).
Table VIII was used to analyse the difference in mean of year of study of the students in the Universities reveals that there is no significance difference in Bells (H (2) = 1.301, P = .861 > 0.05) and CRA (H (2) = 0.244, P = .885 < 0.05). However in CU (H (2) = 10.494, P = .015 < 0.05), the difference is highly significant.
Conclusion and recommendations
From the results, it is obvious that the selected characteristics (sex, age, level of study and type of sponsorship) do not have any important role in determining students' satisfaction. Thus, it confirms the findings of some authors like Cambiano and De Vore (2002) , Ham and Hayduk (2003) and Ilias et al., (2008) . It therefore implies that management of educational institutions, particularly private institutions, need not consider those variables while granting admission to students. However caution has to be observed in the holistic interpretation of results particularly for Covenant University where mode of sponsorship appeared significant after further analysis. There is therefore an advocacy for further research in determining factors that do affect the satisfaction of students so as to assist institutions of higher learning to increase levels of student patronage and retention.
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